Evolution of Occupational Therapy Practice: Life History of Bonnie Setness, COTA by Malina, Ashley & Jahnke, Marissa
OCCUPATIONAL  THERAPY
Click to edit Master title style
Authors, authors, authors
Department of Occupational Therapy, University of North Dakota School of Medicine & Health Sciences
Grand Forks, ND  58202-9037  |  Contact: yourfirstname.lastname@youremail.edu
Evolution of Occupational Therapy Practice: Life History of Bonnie Setness, COTA




Final Assertion: Bonnie values personal and professional development and therapeutic 
relationships with clients. This has shaped her career path by compelling her to be a life-
long learner and an advocate for the profession as well as for OTA-OT partnership and 
legislation within North Dakota. 
○ This is evident through her advocacy in legislature, therapeutic connection with 
clients, and her experience in various practice settings.  
○ When Bonnie Setness entered the occupational therapy field, she was challenged to 
work in several different settings under the medical model.  
○ Through these challenges, Bonnie Setness has been able to grow through her 
experiences and build a personal and professional sense of self to best serve her 
clients.    
○ As the profession has shifted over time, Bonnie Setness looked at every challenge 
as an opportunity to fight for the profession and the clients she served. 
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Literature Review
● This was a qualitative study with a life history approach. 
● Participant was assigned from a list developed by the project directors through 
purposive sampling.
● No specific gatekeeper issues were identified.  
● Initial contact and informed consent were provided by the project directors. 
● The interview was conducted in Bonnie’s office at the Lutheran Sunset Home in 
Grafton, ND and was audio-recorded.  
● The semi-structured interview was guided by an interview schedule prepared by 
the project directors; the questions on the interview schedule were designed to be 
used with all the individuals interviewed as part of the larger project. The 
researchers were allowed to modify or add interview questions as needed for each 
specific interview. 
● The audio-recorded interview data was transcribed verbatim.  
● The transcription was coded, and categories, themes, and assertions were 
developed. References
Methodology
Data Analysis & Findings
● For this study, the Kawa Model was used to guide the process. 
● The main premise of this model is the river; which represents the individual and 
their “personal life history” (Turpin & Iwama, 2011). 
● This had an impact by guiding the data analysis and interview in a chronological 
manner in which Bonnie Setness’s life history was revealed. 
● The categories that emerged from the codes of the transcription are: career path, 
personal characteristics and values, and practice influences. 
● These categories were then analyzed to find themes to understand the path that 
Bonnie Setness took in her career as an occupational therapist assistant.  
● From these themes, an overall assertion was then formulated.
Career Path:
● Her experiences working in various practice settings and collaborating with other 
occupational therapy practitioners has helped advance her professional 
development.  
● With a positive perspective, she took every fear and challenge and turned them 
into learning opportunities. 
● Her experience with the medical model has shaped the way she provides 
occupational interventions.  
○ “I think that’s probably the biggest eye opener for me was how everything correlates- the body’s 
function, the disabilities-that really kind of hits home.”
● Through her motivation to be a life-long learner, she has found self-fulfillment in 
her career as an occupational therapy assistant. 
● Bonnie Setness graduated from the North Dakota State College of Science, 
Wahpeton, North Dakota, with an Associates of Applied Science for 
Occupational Therapy Assistant. 
● She began her career working with individuals with disabilities at the 
Developmental Center in Grafton, ND in 1986. 
● Bonnie’s career as an occupational therapy assistant included her working within 
hospitals, skilled nursing facilities, inpatient care, outpatient clinics, home health, 
and school settings. 
● During her practice at Health Dimensions Rehab in Cambridge, MN from 1994 
to 2012, she served as a contract therapist and a regional manager. 
● From 1992 to 1999, she worked as a flex therapist within the orthopedic, ICU, 
NICU, cardiac, surgical, and psychiatric departments at Altru Health System in 
Grand Forks, ND. 
● She has experience serving on the admissions board for the OTA program at 
Northland Community & Technical College in East Grand Forks, ND. 
● Since 2012, Bonnie’s responsibilities as a rehab manager and risk management 
coordinator at the Lutheran Sunset Home in Grafton, ND has included staff 
education, management of therapy, restorative nursing services, and new 
employee lift training and testing.
The life history of Bonnie Setness in one of 31 life history interviews which are a part 
of a larger project, Life Histories of Individuals Who Have Been Influenced in Developing 
Occupational Therapy (OT) in North Dakota and Wyoming. The purpose of the project is to 
gather information about the history and evolution of occupational therapy (OT) 
practice in North Dakota and Wyoming through life histories of individuals who have 
been influential in developing OT in these two states. It is anticipated that the life 
history process will be a powerful way to gather this information. This study is 
intended to provide current and future generations of occupational therapists a view 
of the history and how occupational therapy practice has evolved from its inception 
to current practice in North Dakota and Wyoming.
● In the 1980’s, the Cold War was ending which caused changes internationally 
(Christiansen & Haertl, 2014).  
● Legislative changes in 1986 influenced in supervision regulation laws for 
occupational assistants (Christiansen & Haertl, 2014).  
● The focus of occupational therapy practice from the medical model back to 
occupation-based therapy was made in the 1990s (Christiansen & Haertl, 2014). 
● Due to legislation changes in the 1990s, there was a decrease in employment growth 
for healthcare providers (Christiansen & Haertl, 2014).  
● During this time, occupational therapy assistant supervision laws changed from 1,650 
hours needed with face-to-face supervision up to 25% of the day (Lind, 1987).
Personal Characteristics:
● Her values and practice experiences have enhanced the development of her personal 
and professional characteristics.  
○ “...I was really organized, a multitasker, and a good communicator. Those were all the qualities 
that you need, and I felt that I had but didn't really know I had until I got experience. Then those 
things bud out, you kind of blossom into that.”
● She uses humor to connect with her clients, build working relationships, and impact 
their lives.  
○ “Everybody wants to help people, family members and patients along the way, impacting their lives 
so it’s really given me purpose.”
● Throughout her lifestyle changes, the support of her family has helped her adapt and 
grow as a person. 
Practice Influences: 
● Her passion for political advocacy resulted in changes to government policies and 
laws.  
● Her determination for interprofessional and community education enhanced 
understanding of occupational therapy services.  
○ “We had to do a lot of educating to our physicians and insurance companies and patients to let 
them know what OT was.”
● Her dedication to the mission of OT has allowed her to advocate for her profession 
during the changes in practice.  
○ “The fighting for orders, the fighting for our profession, and then the fighting with the insurance 
companies to pay for things. It seems like it has always been a constant fight.”
